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RAMON ORTIZ: PRIEST AND PATRIOT

By FIDELIA MILLER PUCKETT*
An houl later the door into the big room of the city pris~n opened
and the colonel, a young priest, and the.surgeon of the garrison stepped
in.-Theman with the yellow beard was kneeling before a squaw
seated on a bench. He was washing and binding up her wounded feet.
-The young priest walked forward and touched Anthony on the
shoulder. "I see we both serve the same master, senor," he said.-"We
have come to .help you. Wipe your hands on my gown.-My name is
Ramon Ortiz. As you may have guessed, I am the cura of EI Pasoand yours!"l

many thousands of readers who followed the advenT
tures of Anthony Adverse in Hervey Allen's widelyread novel of the same name may recognize the above quotaHE

tion and remember the gratitude they felt toward the young
Padre for his kindness to the sorely tried Texan prisoners.
However, few of those readers may know that "Ramon
Ortiz" was a true historical character who had actually
figured in a similar occurrence one hundred years ago. In
1844, George W. Kendall, a journalist, first brought the
• Fidelia Miller Puckett (Mrs. C. A. Puckett) of EI Paso, Texas, wrote this very
interesting artiele in 1935 as a "theme paper u which has never been published intact.
Mr. Luis Alfonso Velarde of El Paso acquainted me with it, and its author has
graciously given me permission to edit it for publication in the NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL
REVIEW. I have confined myself to correcting genealogical data which are based on
Twitchell's many erroneous assertions, and these corrections are appended to the
footnotes to avoid altering large sections of Mrs. Puckett's original text. There are
also some helpful notes offered by Mr. Velarde. N. B. My interest in the origins of the
Ortiz family is also personal. as shown in the accompanying chart which I have
drawn up from accurate data in civil and church records.....:...Fray Angelico Chavez.
1. Hervey Allen, Anthony Adverse (New York, Farrar & Rinehart, inc., 1933) pp.
1184-1185.
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young "cura" into national prominence when he published
his account of the Texas-Santa Fe Expedition. This. book,
which was read and discussed in every corner of the United
States, created such a furore of resentment against the
Mexicans that it helped to precipitate the war with Mexico.
The name of Ramon Ortiz was on many tongues, although to
a people who knew the whole Mexican race only by the Santa
Anas and the Armijos he must have seemed a paradox.
After the war and its consequent antagonisms had become
only a part of history, the good priest was quickly forgotten
by the nation; but with the ever-growing interest in the
development of our great Southwest and its literature,
Ramon Ortiz is being rediscovered. Soldier and trader, historian and adventurer alike seem to have known, liked and
respected him, and all who have delved into the fascinating
writings of these pioneer chroniclers have encountered his
name so many times that they must have felt at least a faint
curiosity about the man. In my case, the desire to become
better acquainted with the young "cura" was first aroused
by a few lines in Ruxton's Wild Life in the Rocky Mountains.
The young British adventurer told of his rejection of the
invitation from the "prefeeto" of Paso del Norte because, he
says, "I had letters to the cura, a young priest named Ortiz,
whose unbounded hospitality I enjoyed during my stay."2
This interest led me into a quest for added information from
all available literature and from the lips of a few surviving
relatives who knew and loved Father Ortiz personally. My
findings have been incorporated in the following short
biography.
For many centuries the name of Ortiz has been a distinguished one in the pages of Spanish and Mexican history.
During the struggle of Spain with the Moors, a certain Ortiz
gained immortal fame by virtually stealing, almost singlehanded, the city of Guevarra from the Moors,and was
rewarded by his sovereign with the title "Nifio Ladron de
2.

G. F. A. Ruxton, Wild Life in the Rockies (New York, Macmillan, 1916) p.23.
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Guevara."3 The descendants of this valiant cayalier proudly
kept this addition to their name for many generations, and
in 1582 we find Don Pedro Ortiz Nino Ladron de Guevara
entering New Spain as the Secretary of War and Government to Don Domingo Petriz Cruzate, -captain-general of
the province of New Mexico and successor to Otermin. 4 At
that time the Spaniards had all been driven from New
Mexico by the Indian uprisings, and Cruzate and Ortiz were
unsuccessful in several attempts to reconquer the province.
In 1692, Don Diego de Vargas was appointed governor of
New Mexico, and he, too, chose an Ortiz to aid him in llis
campaign,-this time the younger brother of Pedro, Nicholas
Ortiz Nino Ladron de Guevara. With Don Nicholas into the
savage territory went his wife, Maria Coronado, and his son,
Don Nicholas IV From that time on, during Spanish, Mexican and United States supremacy, the Ortiz family has:
figured prominently among the "ricos politkos" of 'New
Mexico.
Nicholas Ortiz II proved himself worthy of the blood of'
the conquistador and reconquistador flowing in his veins,.;
spending fifty busy years helping to subdue the Indians and_
3. R. E. Twitchell, Spanish Archives or New Mexico (Cedar Rapids, Iowa, The
Torch Press, 1912) I, 177. While this gives the origin of the name, "Ladron - de
Guevara." it and the name "Ortiz" are neither synonymous nor interchangeable.Fr. A. C.
4'. Ibid.,· p. 2.· Cruzate's Captain, uDon Pedro Ladron de Guevara," thus signedi
his name in two matrimonial investigations at EI Paso in 1691 and 1692 (Archives;.
Archdiocese of Santa Fe) ; also in civil documents as secretary to Cruzate - (Bancroft
Collection, Southwest Originals); and this -is his name in his marriage to M-aria-,
Gomez Lozada, July 16, 1684 (Peabody Museum, Bandelier Notes from the first marriage,
book of El Paso). Twitchell here inserted "Nino" and "Ortiz'! to identify him with,
the altogether distinct Nicolas Ortiz family which did not arrive until 1693.-Fr. A. C.
5: Ibid., p. 177._ De Vargas -had no Ortiz officers -in his -Reconquest Campaigns of'
1692 and 1693. The primogenitor of the New Mexico Ortiz family arrived in the latteryear as a settler and is 80 included among the new colonists: Nicolas Ortiz, Bon 'of the··
same. native of Mexico, forty years old. His wife 'is Mariana Coronado, daughter
of Francisco Hernandes, twenty-eight years old, and a native of Jimiquilpa. Their'
six children are: Josefa, fourteen; Manuela, three; Nicolas, ten; Antonio, eight; Luis,.
six; Francisco, one year old (Spanish Archives . .. , v. II, Velasco list, -no. 54cJ:
Although he had signed up as a sergeant at Zacatecas, Nov. 30, 1692 (Biblioteca,
Nacional de Mexico, leg. 4, pt. 1,PP. 814·816), a later list drawn-up at Durango and_
Parral, Aug. 19-5ept. 1, 1693, has--him and -his family among the civilians (Ibid., pp._
630-834). One of his sons, Nicolas Ortiz: II, who later did become a prominent soldier,_
is here set down as eight '-years old, and' ten years old iil the Velasco list above.-·Fr. A. C.
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building a home for his ever increasing progeny. As a reward for his zeal, he was given a large grant of land near
the San Ildefonso pueblo by the "most excellent Viceroy, the
Conde de Galvez, by authority of the King himself."6 A home
was built on the Ortiz grant, but so frequent and disastrous
were the Indian depredations that the grandsons of Nicholas
were forced to seek more protected dwellings within the city
of Santa Fe. 7 Here, in 1813, one of these grandsons, Don
Antonio Ortiz, alferez-real of Santa Fe, and his wife, Maria
Teresa Mier,8 became the proud parents of a son, whom they
called Ramon.
There were already several daughters in the family, one
of whom, Ana Maria, was grown and married, and the couple
had almost despaired of being blessed with a son. With the
6. Ibid., p. 318. Nicholas Ortiz II was the first to append "Nino Ladron de
Guevara"
his name. probably harking back to a paternal or maternal grandparent
as ,was often the custom. in those times. (In, this. page referred to by Mrs., Puckett,
Twitchell mixes up sons and grandsons with their fathers and grandfathers in one'
inextricable mass). Already in 1697, Nicolas Ortiz II, a mere youth of ,seventeen,
received a special military citation for bravery from Governor De Vargas (B. N. M.,
leg. 4, no. la). He was stationed at the post of Bernalillo when he married Juana
Baca, Nov. 6, 1702 (A.A.S.F.). Back in Santa Fe, where he lived the rest of his life,
he acquired lands and fortune as a very diligent merchant (Spanish Archives . .• , V.
If nos. 181, 102. etc.). He died in 1742, leaving his wife and three sons: Francisco,
Nicola. III, and Toribio (Spanish Archive• . . . , v. I, no. 647) .-Fr. A. C.
7. Ibid., p. 319. Church and civil records of the first half of the eighteenth century show that the many descendants of these three Nicolas Ortizes 0, II, III), by
their respective children, were living both in Santa Fe and the Pojoaque-Nambe district. Some individual families moved back and forth between the Capital and their
northern grant. lands. But Indian depredations were certainly not the cause. for this
peaceful area has been populated continuously by Spanish people from 1697 to this
day.-Fr. A. C.
8. Actual date of birth unknown; year figured from age at death, according to
notice in El PaBo Daily Herald (March 6, 1896, p. 4, col. 2). Nor have I been 1'ble to
find the birth record of Ramon Ortiz in the Santa Fe or Rio Arriba books for this
period, although I did find those of several brothers and sisters: Francisco de Paula
Ortiz, Feb. 8, 1790, in Santa Fe; Jose Manuel and Salvador J aBe Miguel Ortiz, twins,
June 5, 1795, at Nambe; Maria del Rosario Ortiz, Sept. 4, 1799, at Pojoaque; Maria
del Refugio Ortiz, April 30, 1805, in Santa Fe; Maria J osefa Ortiz,' March 18, 1810,
in Santa Fe (A.A.S.F.). The WILL of Don Antonio Ortiz in 'the New Mexico Museum
Archives provides the following data: Drawn up, April 27, 1837. Don Antonio was a
son of Jose Antonio Ortiz and Rosa Bustamante. Up to this date he and his wife,
Maria Teresa Miera. had been married for forty-nine years. Their eleven children are
named in the following order: Francisco de Paula "the eldest," Maria Barbara, Miguel
and Manuel (these two died after baptism), Ana Maria, Juana Maria (died after bap·
tism), Maria del Rosario. Maria del Refugio, Maria Josefa, Jose Ramon. and Ana
Teresa (died after baptism). The testator further on refers again to' 'my Bon, the
Padre Don Ramon Ortiz" and to a son-in-law, Jose de Jesus Sanchez (Casa ~Iortuoria
de DO'fla Rosa Bustamante and other Ortiz Papers) .-Fr. A. C.
Names of parents from Ecclesiastical Records of Juarez Mission. Libra de EntieTTOB,
f. 231.

to
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strong and simple faith of the Spanish mother, Dona Tere&a
ha!i never ceased to pray to St. Joseph to intercede in her
behalf that God might send her a son. She made a solemn
vow that, should· her boon be granted, she would return
thanks by rearing her son for the priesthood. Her prayer
was answered, but by the time Ramon was born, her husband
had died, and she knew that she was soon to follow him.
Dona Teresa never regained her strength, and a few months
later she called her eldest child to her death-bed and entrusted her beloved infant to his sister's care, admonishing
Ana Maria not to fail to carry out the promise made to St,.
Joseph. Ana Maria had a child of her own, a daughter,
J osefa, about the same age as Ramon, and the two children
were entrusted to the same nurse. During the whole oftheir
lives, these two "hermanos de leche" were.as deeply devoted
to one·another as if they had been truly brother and sister.9
. A few years after the adoption of Ramon, Sr. Delgad6~
the husband of Ana Maria, was killed; the young widow later
married the brilliant and dashing Colonel Antonio Vizcarra. 10 Col.,Vizcarra was attached to the presidio at Santa
Fe and had gained much renown as an Indian fighter. A man
of commanding appearance, dignified, with perfect manners,
and the best horseman in Santa Fe,ll he was, with his
glamorous background, just the type for an impressionabie
boy to regard as a hero. To Ramon he was a model of ~an
hood, and the boy's one desire was to emulate his fosterRAMON ORTIZ

.,9.. Interview with Mrs. J. O. N.aiera, nee Daguerre, daughter of Refugio Samaniego
de Daguerre.-From the tenor of Don Antonio's will it appears that Dona Ter~sa Miera
was still living in 1837; and from the baptism of her daughter, Maria Josefa, we learn
that her 'parents were Don Anacleto Miera and Maria Tafoya. She and Antonio Ortiz
~ere married-in the military ,chapel. Santa Fe. on" June 20, 1785..The~r eldest, Fra1?-~iBCO
de Paula, Ortiz, married Martina de Arce in Santa Fe, April 13, 1809. Maria J osefa
married Manuel Doroteo Pino, Nov. 15.' 1826. Barbara was ,the wife of Jose de J~sUC'
Sanchez. Ana Maria was already married to Fernando Delgado in 1814, and their child,
Maria J osefa de Jesus del Pilar, was born in Santa Fe, Jan. 25 of that same year
(A.A.S.F.) .-Fr. A. C.
10. Interview with Mrs. J. J. Flores, nee Samaniego, daughter of Fernando
Samaniego, grand-nephew of Father Ortiz.-On June 16, 1821, took place the burial
of the bones of the Alferez, Don Fernando Delgado, apd of, two soldiers, brought ~
the military chapel of Our Lady of. Light in Santa Fe. In this same c.hapel, Al'ril
14, 1824. b:is widow married Don Jose Antonio Vizcarra, Lieutenant Colonel in charge
of all troops .in New Mexico. the son of Juan J~se Vizcarra and Gertrudis 'Alvarado.
residents of Cuencame, Province of Durango (A.A.S.F.) ....:..Fr. A. C.',
'
..
,11.R., E. Twitchell, The Leading Facts of New M,exican'IiistoT1/ (Cedar Rapids,
Iowa, Torck Press, 1912) p. 23.
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father in every way possible. In 1823, Colonel Vizcarra was
chosen, by popular petition, first "jefe politico" of New
Mexico under the Mexican regime,12 and Ana Maria became
the first lady of Santa Fe. As Ramon was then nine years of
age, it was high time to give serious thought to his education.
There was no school worthy of the son of the governor
closer than Durango, and Ana Maria, mindful of their
mother's vow, urged that Ramon be sent to the diocesan
seminary in that city. Accordingly, the lad set out on the long
trek into Mexico, and it is a pity that we have no record of
·his sensations and experiences during that journey. Probably the thrilling accounts of the Indian figlits which he had
heard from the Colonel had made him eager for the adventure and compensated in some measure for the sorrow he
must have felt at being separated from his beloved family.
During the next six years, Colonel Vizcarra's fame and
popularity increased.· After his first term as "jefe" had
expired, he was made inspector-general of the Mexican
forces in the territory, in recognition of his success in subjugating the Navahos. The first big caravans from the east
were beginning to arrive in Santa Fe, and Colonel Vizcarra,
with his troops, escorted some of the richest of these trains
from that city to Choteau's Island, to protect them from the
Indians. In 1828, he again occupied the governor's chair for
a short while, until the regular appointee could arrive from
Mexico. 13
Meanwhile, young Ramon was becoming restless in the
confinement of the seminary; his letters home carried pleas
for permission to return. J osefa had been married, at fourteen years of age, to a Don Samaniego, and had moved to
Sonora,14 and Ramon had begun to realize more than ever
his segregation from all he held most dear. He had reached
the age when he must begin serious preparation for Holy
Orders if he was to remain at the seminary, and he rebelled
at the thought of the restricted life of a priest. His soldier
12. L. Bradford Prince, Concise History of New Mexico (Cedar Rapids, Iowa,
The Torch Press, 1914) p. 150; Twitchell, op. cit., p. 16.
13. Ibid., pp. 17, 22, 26, 43.
14. Interview with Mrs. Najera.-Don Florentino (?) Samaniego, father of Dr.
Mariano Samaniego; he moved to Bavispe, Sonora.-Note by Luis Alfonso Velarde.
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ancestry and his intense admiration for the man he called
father made him long for a military career of his o,:\,n. His
entreaties became so urgent that Colonel Vizcarra, secretly
in sympathy with the boy, decided to make a visit to Durango
to talk the matter over with him. In his position of importance, Vizcarra was privy to all the quarrels then raging
between the Franciscans and the secular native-born priests;
few knew better than he the bitter fight the church was having against poverty and political interference. He had no
desire to see his ward thrust into this atmosphere of .bickering and intrigue, nor did he feel that a descendant of conquistadores could be happy in any life but that of a soldier.
Despite Ana Maria's fearful warnings against any interference with her mother's sacred compact, the Colonel went '
to see the Bishop of Durango and sought to have Ramon
relieved from the vow. The good Bishop assured him that
Dona Teresa, despite her pious motives, had been wrong in
seeking to determine the future of her son, and that the
Church did not consider such an oath as binding.
It was a relieved and happy Ramon who began his preparations to leave the seminary. He and his foster-father
discussed plans for his future; agreeing that a course of
intensive training in the famous "Ecole Militaire" of St. Cyr
would be the-best way to begin his career. Ramon resolutely
overlooked any secret qualms he might have had iIi thus
disregarding his mother's wishes, and impatiently awaited
the day' for departure. When all was in readiness, an epid~mic of cholera broke out in the ·city. Among the first
victims' was the redoubtable Colonel Vizcarra. One can
imagine the depths of Ramon's despair. In addition to his
grief at the 10ssof the only father he had ever known, there
was the awful fear that this calamity might be the vengeance of an offended God. Dona Ana Maria and all the other
pious women of the family also regarded the tragedy as it
manifestation of the Divine Will and urged Ramon to think
no more of renouncing his calling. There was nothing for him
to do but to turn back to his studies. Colonel Vizcarra had
left but little money; so he could not go on with his military
schooling had he been so inclined. He foresaw that the day
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was not far off when he would have to help to care for his
sister. and repay some of her former kindness to him. Slowly
he became resigned to the inevitable. 15
As the years passed and he grew wiser, he began to .
realize that he could probably be of greater service to his
country as a priest than as a soldier. In 1832, the Rt. Rev.
Jose Laureano de Zubiria, the new Bishop of the Durango
diocese which included New Mexico, chose Padre Juan Felipe
Ortiz, cousin to Ramon, as vicar general. 16 From these two
men, Ramon learned the deplorable condition of the church
in the province since the end of the Franciscan Custodia,
and the great need for zealous priests to restore the dilapidated churches and missions and to re-arouse the zeal of the
faithfulP In 1830, there were less than a dozen pastors to
minister to more than forty thousand souls. 18 Ramon felt a
challenge in the accounts of the struggle of the church to
provide priestly ministrations, particularly for the "pobres"
and the Indians, and became fired with impatience to do his
part in alleviating their misfortQnes. He had not long to
wait. Because he had distinguished himself both in scholastic
aptitude and religious zeal, a papal dispensation was obtained permitting his ordination at the age of twenty-one. 19
His first assignment was a small, primitive mining village
in Mexico where his parishioners were mostly Indians and
"Il).estizos."20 To a young man of gentle birth, reared as
Ramon had been in an atmosphere of breeding and culture,
the .life into which he was so suddenly thrust must have been
very trying. There seems to be no record of these next few
years, but it is evident that they taught him two things which
stood him in good stead throughout his life. He learned to
understand and sympathize with the "pobres," and he acquired a certain skill in ministering to bodily as well as to .
spiritual needs. From his Indian parishioners he learned
the efficacy of many of their simple remedies and the use of
15.
16.
17.
History
18.
19.

20.

Interview with Mrs. Najera.
Prince, Concise History .. " p. 155.
H. H. Bancroft, Arizona and New Mexico, 1530-1888 (San Francisco, T),e
Co., 1889) p.
Prince, op. cit., p. 18 ; Bancroft, op. cit., p. 342.
Interview with Mrs. Flores.
Interview with Mrs. Flores.

290.
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"yerbas"· to cure ills when no doctor's prescriptions could be
secured. With this knowledge and the aid of a small handbook called " Dr.
~'s Method" he helped many. a poor
sufferer to regain his health; when he was an old man, he
took great delight in proving to his Paris-trained physiciannephew that the primitive methods sometimes succeeded
where more scientific measures failed. 21
.By the time he was twenty-five, Ramon had served his
apprenticeship, and was ready for a position of responsibility in a larger parish. Ecclesiastical records show that on
January 1, 1838, Padre Ramon Ortiz first administered the
sacrament of baptism in Paso del Norte, as "cura" of the
mission, Nuestra Senora de Guadalupe. 22 This missio.n was
in good repair, as it had been in constant use since the Franciscans had built it some hundred and seventy-five years before. 23 It· had been one of the first churches to be secularized,24 and was also one of the few to draw a regular stipend
from the Mexican government.
In Paso del Norte, Ramon found a comfortable house
awaiting him, and, at last, he could send for his sisters,
Dona Ana Maria and Dona Rosario. 25 No sooner had he
settled down to a life of comparative comfort than bad news
arrived from Josefa, who was still in Sonora. Her husband
had fallen a victim to Apache arrows, leaving her and her
five small children unprotected iIi that wild and savage land.
The young priest immediately set out on the dangerous trip
to Sonora. After many days of irksome travel, he succeeded
in rescuing the young widow and her children and bringing
them safe and sound to his home. 26
With such a large addition to his family, the need for a
21. Interview with Mrs. Najera.-Dr. l:'Iariano Samaniego was trained at the
Sorbonne and knew Pasteur personally.-L. A. V.
.
22. Church Records of Juarez, Libro de Bautismos, 1830-1840.
23. John Russell Bartlett, Personal Narrative of Explorations and Inc.idents in
Texas, New Mexico, California, Sonora and Chihuahua, connected with the United States
and Mexican boundary Commission, during the years 1850 to 1858 (New York, D.
Appleton & Co., 1854) I, 190.
24. Bancroft, Arizona and New Mexico. p. 342.
25. Rosario was commonly called Rosalita. See Susan Shelby Magoffin, Down the
Santa Fe Trail and into Mexico, 1846-1847. Edited by Stella M. Drumm. Yale University Press, 1926.
26. Interview with Mrs. Flores.
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new home became imperative. Much as he loved the companionship of Josefa and the chatter of her brood, there was
no chance for prayer and meditation, for conferences and
study, with so many people about. As material and labor
could be had almost for the asking, it was not long before the
little rectory became a spacious and comfortable dwelling,
the largest in the village. 27 The house was of adobe, like all
houses of Mexico, but the inside walls of the principal rooms
were whitened with calcined "yezo" and the floors were
carefully coated with soft mud, which hardened into a dry
smooth covering, over which Dona Ana could spread her
few treasured carpets. There were two patios, with rooms
built in hollow squares around them. Opening into the first
patio were the reception and living rooms, the guest bedrooms, and the pastor's little apartment. A narrow "sala"
led into the second patio, which was paved with cobblestones, and often served as an outdoor family dining-room
in warm weather. There was a wall, Moorish fashion, in the
center, and the kitchen, the "comedor" and the bedrooms for
the women and children surrounded it. Back of the second
patio was the corral for the poultry and animals', and around
the corral the quarters for the "domesticos." Behind the
house, an orchard and vineyard covered several acres, extending as far as the "acequia" which furnished the principal
water supply for the hacienda. 28
Padre Ortiz was hospitable almost to a fault, feeling that.
so much luxury was forgivable for a priest only if it were
shared impartially among all who might need food or refuge;
Dona Ana Maria was a gracious and capable- "patrona"ancl
did all she could to make even the most humble of visitors
welcome and comfortable. But so generous was the good
Padre with his possessions that her patience was often sorely
tried. It was difficult to keep a well-stocked larder, for no
sooner had she laid in her supplies than Father Ortiz would
find a dozen hungry mouths to feed. The wine from the vineyard, the fruit from the orchard, the milk from the cows and
27. Present site of the Plaza de Toros.-L. A. V.
28. Interview with Mrs. Najera. The "Acequia del Pueblo," still in existence.L.A. V.
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goats, the vegetables from the garden, as well as the precious
coffee and sugar which could be secured only when a wagon
train arrived from Chihuahua,-these all became the common property of the parishioners. J osefa, who personally
cared for the Padre's quarters, complained that it was impossible to keep his bed in proper order, as it was no
uncommon occurrence for him to take the linen and blankets
off his own freshly-made bed to carry them to some ailing
member of his flock who had no covering for his "colchon."
Such household equipment was at a premium- in those days,
with no shops nearer than Santa Fe or Chihuahua, and the
Padre's gifts meant that he often had to sleep on a bare
mattress until more bedding could be secured. 29
As there was no inn in the village, Padre Ortiz opened his
house to the many traders and travellers who arrived in
-Paso del Norte and needed a few nights lodging. The fame of
-the' Ortiz hospitality spread throughout the Southwest. It
was an unforgettable experience for a weary and thirsty
traveller, who had journeyed many miles over the dry sandy
wastes, to arrive at the fertile little settlement on the Rio
Grande, and to find a genial host, a clean bed, a good meal,
and a bottle of the palatable "vino del pais" awaiting him.
The few who have left written records of their adventures
on the Chihuahua trail in the early nineteenth century never.
fail to mention with gratitude the hospitality of the "cura"
of Paso del Norte.
In the pursuance of his arduous clerical duties,Padre
Ortiz was indefatigable. There were more than five thousand
souls in his parish proper, and a few thousand more in small
settlements scattered up and down the Rio Grande. 30 Frequentlyhemade trips on horseback, or on his favorite mule,
to these small missions to say mass, and at every hour of the
day or night he was at the beck and call of any who needed
the services of a priest. 31 He never stopped· to consider personal safety or convenience when summoned to minister to
Interview with Mrs. Najera.
Bartlett, op. cit., p. 192.
Cleofas Calleros, San Jose de Concordia. Leaflet. Reprint from World
El Paso, Texas, June 4. 1932.
29.
80.
81.
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the dying. A fifteen mile trip in the dead of night, over rough
country, where unfriendly Apaches lurked behind every
bush and where frequent sandstorms made the going even
more hazardous, was no uncommon occurrence in the life of
this intrepid missionary. His untiring zeal for their welfare
and his endless unselfishness endeared him to rich and poor
alike.~. There are hundreds of the "pobres" still living who
remember his kindness with gratitude. Even today you have
only to mention the name of Padre Ortiz to any old Juarez
settler in order to see his face light up and to hear a burst
of enthusiastic praise. One old woman, whom I met quite by
chance and afterwards went to visit in her one-room adobe
dwelling, met my query about the "cura" with a delighted
"Si, si, senora. The good Padre himself got up out ofa warm
bed at midnight to marry my husband and me-and without
grumbling, either." Why she chose such an hour for the
nuptials, I was too discreet to inquire, but it was evident that
she still felt a warm gratitude to the Padre for his assistance.
There were reasons other than his charitable nature' and
his lavish hospitality that made Padre Ortiz the most popular man in his community. He was personally a fine figure
of a man, with a frank, handsome, intelligent face, and a
well-knit athletic figure. He had a certain ingenuous charm
of manner which seemed to attract people of all stations in
life, although he was rather quiet and reserved in the presence of strangers. At home, he enjoyed the comradeship of
his young grand-nieces and grand-nephews immensely, and
he joked with them or listened to their tales of woe with
equal sympathy. The children called him "Padrino" (Godfather) at first, which Concepcion, the youngest, soon changed
to an affectionate "Papanino," and this nickname clung to
him the rest of his life. He is still "Papanino" in the memory
of the few surviving relatives. 32
His one great love other than his church and his family
was his country of Mexico. He was intensely patriotic and
haa an 'intimate knowledge of the political affairs of his
country. When he was at school, Durango had been one of
32.
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the hot~beds of the revolution,33 and the boys had had many
dissensions and debates over the rebellion. His relatives in
New Mexico were all closely concerned with the formation of
government in the new 'republic, and were intensely patriotic, also. 34 The war with Texas and the uprisings in New
Mexico he had watched with dismay, for he sensed, along
with the intelligentsia of his time, the approaching trouble
with the United States and the danger of an American invasion. From the letters of his cousins in Santa Fe, from the
lips of the traders en route to Chihuahua, and from the
couriers, he kept in touch with the affairs of state, and was
well-informed of the latest developments in the relations
between the two republics. He had many good friends among
the Americans, but he resented American encroachment in
Mexican territory and American interference in· governmental affairs.
Among his intimate friends in Paso del Norte was Don
J. M. Elias y Gonzales, commandante of the presidio, at
whose house he was a frequent visitor. 35 .Here he met many
distinguished people,-all the ranking military and the important "politicos" from both the province and the interior.
It was from General Elias that he had first news of the capture of the Texas expedition under General McLeod and of
the expected arrival of the prisoners in Paso del Norte. Thus
it happened that he was present when the little band
marched in. If he had felt a natural patriotic satisfaction
at the frustration of what he regarded as a Texan plot and
an armed invasion, that sentiment was quickly replaced by
the surge of Christian indignation that the first sight of the
pitiful little band aroused in him. Captain Damacio Salazar,
who had been in charge of the captives, had treated them
with unwarranted cruelty, had murdered those who were not
able to keep up on the march, and had starved and robbed
and beaten the others, until they were more dead than alive. 36
33. Twitchell, Leading Facts .• " II, 7.
34. Ibid" p. 10, gives list of "diputados" of New Mexico from 1822-1846. List
mentions seven relatives of Ramon Ortiz.
35. George Wilkins Kendall, Narrative of an Expedition Acro•• the Great South. wester';' Prairies from Texas to Santa Fe (London, David Bogue, 1845) II, 37.
36. Thomas Falconer, Texas, Santa Fe Expedition (New York, Dauber & Pine
Bookshops, Inc.• 1930) p. 98; Kendall, Narrative . •• , I, 490-568.
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When Salazar reported with his charges to Elias at EI Paso,
the General's wrath and indignation at this condition
equalled that of the Padre. He censured the captain severely
and eventually sent him back to New Mexico in disgrace.
General Elias set about alleviating the sufferings of the little
army at once. Cakes and chocolate, followed by a "sumptuous
supper" were served, a three-day rest was ordered, and
Generals McLeod and Navarro were taken home by General
Elias, as his personal guests. 37 The prisoners were kept under
guard, but were allowed many privileges. Padre Ortiz was
given permission to do what he could for the men and to take
whom he would to his home, provided he would be personally
responsible for their safe return to the presidio. As all onehundred and eighty.of the men were in dire need, the task of
looking after only their most pressing wants was a prodigious one, but the young priest was equal to the occasion.
Dona Ana was acquainted with the situation, and she immediately summoned the women of the household and 'set
them all to work making shirts and underclothing. The
servants were ordered to haul water from the acequia for
innumerable baths, and to prepare all available food. The
Padre also appealed to his friends for assistance, and the
response was overwhelming-shoes and clothing, medicine
and bandages, food, shaving and bathing facilities were soon
forthcoming for the men for whom he could not care personally. His own home was a bustle ofactivity from morning
until night, while "los Tejanos" repaired the ravages of the
past seven disastrous weeks. Refugio, Josefa's oldest daughter, never tired of telling her children in later years of the
number of stitches she had taken and the tubs of water she
had heated and the glasses of wine she had poured for her
uncle's numerous guests. 38
. Among the Texans was a young journalist, George W.
Kendall, one of the editors of the New Orleans Picayune, and
for him Padre Ortiz conceived a great liking. In his fascinating Narrative of the Texan-Santa Fe Expedition,39 pub37.. Ibid., I. 570.
38. Interview with Mrs. Najera.
Op. cit.
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lished the following year in London;~Kendallwrites at some
length of their meeting and subsequent friendship:
I
On one occasion he (Ortiz) asked me if I would not be pleased
to see the town and visit him at his residence, some mile or two distant
from the house of General Elias. On my accepting his invitation, ..he
sent a servant for one of his horses for my use. The servant soon
returned with a noble animal, richly caparisoned, and the young cura
mounting his mule, we rode over the beautiful town.. , . Arrived at
the residence of my kind friend, a neat dwelling surrounded by trees
and vines, he called a servant to take charge of the animals, and at
once led the way into the interior. Here I found Captain Caldwell and
a number of our officers, comfortably enjoying the' hospitalities of
the young priest, and loud in their praises of his kind attentions and
exceeding liberality; for they had all been provide4 with coat and
clean clothing by their charitable entertainer.
To myself.he was even more· unremitting in his offices of attention
and kindness.-During a visit of some two hours, young Ortiz appeared
to be studying my every want. In' addition to an excellent dinner, with
wine of his own making, which he gave me, he invited me into his
private study, where a bath was provided. Hardly had I partaken of
the luxury before a girl brought me clean flannel and linen througho~t
-and when I say that for the previous seven weeks I had had no
change of clothing, and that vermin had taken forCible possession of
all my ragged and dirty vestments, the luxury of once more arraying
myself in clean linen will be appreciated. But the liberality of Ortiz
did not stop there, for notwithstanding. I told him. I had a sufficiency
and obstinately refused taking it until further resistance would have
been rude and almost insulting, he still pressed a sum of money into
my hands.-Towards sunset, the cura, having ordered the same horse
to be again saddled for· me, we left his quiet and hospitable mansion
for the residence of General Elias; and if I had before had reason to
thank Ortiz for his kindness, I soon had still greater cause for gratitude for the opportunity he gave me of making Salazar completely and
perfectly unhappy. He told me that I might openly expose any jewelry
I had saved as there was no further danger of being robbed. Consequently, I displayed my breast pin and watch and chain, and on the
ride back to Elias' through the principal plaza, I saw Salazar in front
of a small tienda, conversing with friends. On the pretext of purchasing
a handkerchief, I dismounted and swaggered past the avaricious Salazar, jingling the gold coins in my pockets. Ortiz, who was holding my
horse, was aware of my object in thus "shOWing off" before Salazar, but
not a word did he say.
We departed from El. Paso at noon the next day. As we were on
the point of leaving the house of General Elias to join the main party,
the servant of young Ortiz arrived with a horse, saddle and bridle for
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my use as far as Chihuahua, a distance of nearly three hundred miles.
Of this unexpected charity I hl;td not before received the least intimation;nor did the liberality of the incomparable cura end there. He
order'ed his domestics to bake two or three cart-loads of excellent bread
for use of the prisoners on the road, and sent his own team of oxen to
tra·nsport·it. To those most in need, he gave articles of clothing and
imitating the charitable example of their pastor, the citizens were very
liberal in their gifts.
Seldom have I parted . from a friend with more real regret than
with Ortiz, and as I shook him by the hand for the last time, and bade
him perhaps an eternal adieu, I thought if ever a noble heart beat in
man it was in the breast of this young generous priest. Professing a
different religion from mine, and one, too, that I had been taught to
believe inculcated a jealous intolerance towards those of any other
faith, I could expect from him neither favor nor regard. How surprised
was I, then, to find him liberal to a fault,constant in his attentions and
striving to make my situation as agreeable as circumstances would
permit. 40

It is rather ironical that the book which lauded the good
priest so unreservedly should have helped to aggravate the
war between the United States and Mexico which he had
long feared. Again his patriotism and his duty as a Christian
were to come into conflict, and again Christian charity was
to be victorious. When the news reached him of the cowardly
treachery of Governor Armijo, who had delivered New Mexico to the United States without allowing a single shot to
be fired, he was naturally very indignant. He sought to incite
his patriotic countrymen to avenge this insult to the honor
and courage of Mexicans, and he became actively engaged
in, promoting armed resistance to the branch of the United
States army under Colonel Doniphan which was then heading towards ChihuahuaY It was largely due to his influence
that the Pasefios rose in arms to meet the Americans at
Brazito; and it was he who kept up a constant communication with Chihuahua to advise the government there of the
strength of enemy resources. 42 A courier was despatched
by the Padre to advise the governor of the unhappy outcome
40. Kendall, Narrative . .., II, 38-45.
41. W ..E. Connelley, ed., J. T. Hughes, Doniphan's Expedition and the Conquest
of New Mexico and California (Topeka, Kansas, The Author, 1907) pp. 97, 391.
42. George R. Gihson, Journal of a Soldier under Kearney and Doniphan (Glendale, California. The Arthur H. Clark Co., 1935) p. 324.
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of the encounter at Brazito, but he was stopped by Colonel
Doniphan's men, who thus learned the names of the chief
instigators of the resistance. Colonel Doniphan ordered the
arrest of Padre Ortiz and his colleagues, Srs. Pino, Jaquez,
and Belundis. 43 During the parley that followed, Doniphan,
like so many others, was struck with the personality and
intelligence of the priest, and offered him his freedom if he
would give his word of honor to cease his activities against
the United States army. Padre Ortiz answered frankly and
honestly that he could give no such promise, and he explained
that while he had nothing but kindly feelings to the American as a race, his duty to his country compelled him to do all
he could to bring about the defeat of her enemies. The Colonel
was thus obliged to keep him under surveillance. Among
Doniphan's men, however, were many Irish Catholics, and
when Padre Ortiz learned that it had been many weeks since
they had heard mass or received the sacraments, he requested to be allowed to look after their spiritual needs. His
priestly conscience could not bear the idea of even an enemy
soldier going into battle without all the moral support his
religion could give him. Permission was granted for him to
circulate among the soldiers at will, and to say mass for them
in the Mission. 44 The troops r~mained in EI Paso from
December 26, 1846, to February 8, 1847, and by the time
orders were received to march on to Chihuahua, the Padre
had many friends among the men, including the Colonel
himself. Doniphan felt, however, that some assurance should
be made for the safety of the soldiers whom he was obliged
to leave in charge of the post at Paso del Norte and for the
traders who were passing along the Santa Fe trail. Accordingly, he decided to take Father Ortiz, Pino, Jaquez, and
Belundis, with him as hostages. He issued a warning to the
Paseiios that if any depredations were committed upon the
United States citizens either in EI Paso or Chihuahua, his
prisoners would be put to death. 45 When the little army set
out from EI Paso, the Padre was allowed to travel in his own
43. Connelley, Doniphan's Expedition ..• , PP. 90, 97; Gibson, . • . Soldier
Under Kearney . . ., p. 324; Magoflin, Down the Santa Fe Trail, p. 209.
44. Luis Alfonso Velarde.
45. Connelley, Doniphan's Expedition . .. , PP. 97, 397.
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carriage, which he had amply provisioned with food, water,
and other necessities, knowing only too well the dry sandy
wastes over which they would have to travel and the lack
of supplies along the way. On the trip he held frequent conversations with the Colonel, warning him that the Mexicans
had several thousand trained soldiers guarding the capital of
Chihuahua, and urging him not to expose his handful of illequipped troops to certain slaughter. Colonel Doniphan himself was rather fearful of the outcome since he had heard
that General Wool, who was to have joined forces with him,
had abandoned his march upon Chihuahua. 46 However, he
gave no inkling of his apprehensions to his prisoner. He discussed the future of Mexico with Ortiz, questioning him as to
his opinion of Guizot's proposal to place Louis Philippe on
the throne of the republic in order to preserve the balance of
power. "Such an ideal is too preposterous to deserve serious
consideration," replied the priest. "The Mexicans, especially
those Hving in the northern states, would treat the proposition, if made to them seriously, with indignation and contempt.-Mexicans, not less than Americans, love liberty;
Mexico would rather be conquered by her sister Republic
and lose her national existence than submit to a foreign
prince."47
Before the regiment had advanced more than seventy-five
miles across the dry Jornada, the water problem became
acute. Many of the men had no canteens and had sought to
provide a little supply of water by filling their sabre-sheaths.
This was soon exhausted, and both the men and the beasts
were suffering from thirst. Food was also scarce. They had
only the most meager commissary and could find little game
along the way. Padre Ortiz saw that the little army might
defeat itself from lack of proper provisioning, but the great
charity of his heart would not let him endure the sight of
men, many of them his friends, suffering from thirst and
falling by the wayside. He brought out his "ollas" which he
was carrying for his own use and distributed the precious
liquid among the soldiers, although they were still many
46.
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miles from the next possible supply. Providentially, a heavy
downpour the following day set the mountain torrents raging
and assured the water supply for the remainder of the trip.48
When they were within sight of the enemy near the
Sacramento river,Padre Ortiz made a last desperate plea to
Colonel Doniphan to save himself and his men by surrendering to the superior, well-entrenched Mexican forces who, he
honestly believed, would make short work of the Americans.
Doniphan only laughed and replied that he was confident of
victory.49 The night before the battle, the carriages were put
in the center of a corral formed by the supply wagons, and
guards were placed around them to see that they did not
escape to communicate with the enemy. One of these guards
was a young man called Odon Guitar, later a Confederate
general, who had joined the army for a lark. He and Ortiz
struck up a friendship and enjoyed a lively conversation
while waiting for the excitement to start.· Guitar pretended
to be highly pleased with his assignment in the rear of the
army with a congenial companion, saying that he felt a little
squeamish about killing men towards whom he had no real
resentment. To which Ortiz replied: "Young man, I perceive
that you had in mind a good time when you enlisted, and,
while you are not so intent on picking quarrels with the
enemy, I have no doubt of you fighting well if you have to."
That he was right in his surmise was proved the next day
when the fighting was at the highest. Guitar abandoned his
guard duty and plunged bravely into the fray. Many years
later, Guitar was in EI Paso and remembered the good P~dre.
He made inquiries, and learning that Father Ortiz was still
"cura," he went to call on him at the Mission. The Padre was
very old and almost blind, but he recognized the Missourian,
and they re-lived the battle of Sacramento and their night
of talk and forebodings. 50
The details of the battle of Sacramento have been told
many times-how on that Sunday morning,February 28,
1847, less thana thousand ragged and worn American sol48.
49.
60.

Ibid., p. 400.
Ibid., p. 406, note.
Ibid., p. 407.
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diers engaged in a hand-to-hand fight for three and one-half
hours with picked Mexican troops and completely routed
them., According to eye-witnesses, at the beginning of the
fighting, the Padre and his fellow-prisoners stood on the
seats of their carriages, eager to see what was going on, but
as the fighting increased and the casualties grew, Father
Ortiz fell to his knees, rosary in hand, and prayed fervently
for the wounded soldiers and for victory. That night his task
was a sad one. Several hundred of his countrymen lay
wounded on the battlefield, and all night he worked among
them, easing their pains as best he could or whispering
words of absolution and consolation into dying ears. 51
Meanwhile, back in EI Paso, the situation at the Ortiz
hacienda was a strange one. Several American traders with
their wagon trains had followed in the wake of Colonel Doniphan's army and among them was Samuel Magoffin and his
young bride, Susan Shelby. Susan, a young Kentuckian of
gentle birth, was unused to hardships, and by the time they
had reached EI Paso del Norte, she was in no condition for
further travel, at least until the going became less hazardous. When he heard of the Magoffin's dilemma, Padre Ortiz,
as always, had let his charitable principles outweigh his
patriotic fervor, and he offered them the hospitality of his
home. He was fully aware that Samuel's brother, James
Magoffin, was a dangerous enemy to Mexico and was then
in custody at Chihuahua; and the Padre, himself, was a
prisoner of the Americans. The Magoffins accepted the generous invitation gratefully, Samuel having known beforehand of the comforts of the hacienda and the kindness of its
inmates. The women of the Ortiz household, in their innermost hearts, must have resented harboring the friends of
,their brother's captors, but their sense of hospitality toward
a guest in their home prevented them from betraying even
the slightest coolness. Susan, who had never known any
Mexican women before and had felt a strong antipathy
toward the whole race, was completely captivated by her
hostesses. Before many days had passed, she was on the most
intimate terms with them, borrowing their recipes, copying
51.
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their dresses, and going with them regularly, staunch Protestant though she was, to Sunday mass.52 She confided toher
diary that Dona Ana Maria was a "muy Senora" in l).er
estimation, evidently intending it as highest praise; and the
well-bred young daughters of Josefa-Refugio, Adelaida
and Concepcion--aroused her warmest admiration. 53 The
days, however, were anxious ones for all of them, as the conflicting reports regarding the outcome .of the battle drifted
into Paso del Norte. When the news favored the Mexicans,
Ana Maria carefully concealed her elations; and when word
of an American victory arrived, it was Susan who "would not
say one word to hurt the feelings of the family."54
Colonel Doniphan released Padre Ortiz from custody as
soon as the troops were safely in Chihuahua. The good man
lost no time in hastening back to his home where he knew his
anxious sisters were awaiting him. However, it was nine long
days before Susan could write in her journal: "Well, joy to
the family, el senor Cura has at last returned; arrived this
morning about ten o'clock. The news of the battle is as we
last heard-the battle lasted only thirty minutes, with not
more than seven to fourteen killed on either side."55 In view
of the official statements that not less than three hundred
Mexicans were killed and five hundred wounded, while the
Americans lost only three men, the Padre's report of the
battle of Sacramento seems to need some explanation. 56 Possibly he was so chagrined over the outcome that he wanted to
keep the news from being spread about, but it is much more
likely that his version was only an attempt to adapt a harrowing story to feminine ears.
It was fully a year later that the last battle of the war
was fought. In the meantime, Padre Ortiz had been doing
all in his power to keep his fellow-citizens· from despairing of
victory. After the battle of Santa Cruz, he was obliged·to
concede defeat, but he still hoped to save the citizens of New
52.
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Mexico from bowing to a conqueror's yoke. Accordingly, he
announced his candidacy for the next congress at Mexico
City, and was elected almost unanimously. 57 Once among the
legislators, he made an impassioned but losing fight against
the terms of the treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which ceded
New Mexico to the United States. His work was not entirely
in vain, however. Due to his eloquence and fervor, he was
appointed, in 1849, commissioner to New Mexico in charge
of carrying out that part of the treaty which allowed a choice
of citizenship to the New Mexicans. 58 This task was much to
his liking.
He went from town to town exhorting the inhabitants to
retain their allegiance to Mexico and to move to Mexican
territory as soon as possible. The government had promised
to finance the removal of all families who wished to leave
New Mexico, allowing twelve dollars for each child and
twenty-five dollars for each adult. So successful was Father
Ortiz, at first, that in one town he visited nine hundred of its
one thousand citizens agreed to go, and he estimated that the
number of abdications would eventually result in seriously
depopulating New Mexico. He was unduly optimistic, however. Only $25,000 had been advanced by his government,
and when that was exhausted there was difficulty in obtaining another grant. Also, the United States authorities in the
territory had become alarmed and made it increasingly diffi~
cult for the residents to sign the formal affidavit of citizenship. Padre Ortiz was requested to leave, and sub-agents
were appointed in his stead, but their privileges, too, were
suspended when it became clear that the desire for emigration was wide-spread. Padre Ortiz wrote to Governor Maas
coniplainingofhis treatment, 59 but by the time the Congress
of Mexico was ready to act, the New Mexicans, due to financial and property right difficulties, had lost their first enthusiasm and many were ready to retract their declaration to
leave the territory. Altogether, possibly less than three
thousand individuals, many of them wealthy "hacendadqs,"
57. Interview with Mrs. Najera.
58. Bancroft, Arizona and New Merica, PP: 472-473.
59. Pedro B. Pino, Noticias Historicas (Mexico, 1849)
Bancroft, Arizona and New Mexico, p.473.
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had withdrawn their "peones" and possessions to Chihuahua
by 1850, but even this was a considerable number from a
total population of about sixty thousand, including Indians. 60
After this final disappointment, it is surprising that the
patriotic priest did not turn into an embittered arid disillusioned man, but he seems to have accepted his defeat with
Christian fortitude. He returned to his' parish in time to
receive Bishop Zubiria, who was just returning from a visit
to New Mexico, and to arrange services at the Mission in his
honor. John Russell Bartlett, first United States boundary
commissioner, had also just arrived in EI Paso, and' Padre
Ortiz and the Bishop made him a friendly visit to enlist his
aid in preventing dispossession of the Mexican settlers on
the Texas side of the Rio Grande. 61 The Americans in the
vicinity were not proving generous victors, and many of
them greatly annoyed the Mexican population by determined
effoI:ts to despoil them of their property. This was done by
the use of Texas "head-rights" (grants of 'lands, usually
640 acres, to those who served in the war) located on property which had been for a century or more in the quiet
possession of the old Spanish colonists and their descendants.
The latter, to avoid litigation and, sometimes, in fear of their
lives, abandoned their homes and sought refuge on the Mexican side of the river. Mr. Bartlett received the visitors sympathetically, served them as ample a collation as his meager
commissary allowed, and later made a faithful investigation
of the situation, finding matters as had been represented to
him by the clergymen. 62 He reported the situation to Washington, but it is doubtful if many of the unfortunate Mexicaris ever received compensation for stolen lands.
The entrance of the Americans into EI Paso brought
other seeds of discord into the hitherto peaceful valley, and
a strong feeling of animosity grew up between the Spanish
and the American born population. Padre Ortiz frequently
found himself forced to assume the role of peacemaker to
prevent serious quarrels between his ignorant, child-like
60.
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proteges and the new arrivals, whom the Mexicans regarded
as unwelcome usurpers. Those living on United States
territory could not reconcile themselves to the changes which
the new government necessarily entailed or to the abandonment of age-old prerogatives. This feeling of resentment
flared into active resistance when an American named
Howard filed claim to the Salt Lakes,63 which for many years
had been a source of revenue to the Mexicans of Paso del
Norte and its surrounding territory. In the seventeenth
century the Spanish crown had granted the Guadalupe Salt
Lakes to Paso del Norte and neighboring towns to be considered common property; and in 1824 the Mexican government conceded to those same towns the use and produce of
the newly-discovered Lakes of San Andres. By the treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo, the United States had promised to respect all private land-titles to lands situated within the
boundary ceded by the Mexicans to the United States; thus
the Mexicans who had become American citizens, as well as
those on the Mexican side, considered themselves in possession of the same rights and privileges as had been granted
them by Spain and Mexico. 64 About 1860, a road was built
to the Guadalupe Lakes by popular subscription, and soon
many Pasefios from both sides of the Rio Grande had worked
up a profitable trade, hauling salt to Chihuahua and other
Mexican towns. When, in the 1870's, they were suddenly dispossessed of the free use of the Lakes and were informed
that henceforth they would have to pay an "Americano" for
every load of salt carried away, the Mexicans were first
bewildered and then openly rebellious. Padre Ortiz, who felt
that his countrymen were being abused, but who was intelligent enough to realize that Judge Howard was legally
within his rights, was hard put to calm the seething Pasefios.
His efforts were powerless to prevent an uprising, and much
blood was shed and lasting animosities engendered before a
peaceful settlement was reached. In 1878, the United States
government made official inquiry into the source of the
63. 45th cong.• 2nd sess., H. of R., Ex. Doc., No. 84, p. 67.
64. Ibid.,-"The Salt Lake War." Judge Louis Cardis was murdered by Howard,
the HAmericano" mentioned above. because of his defense of Mexican rights. L. A. V.
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trouble, and Padre Ortiz, as a highly respected citizen of
longstanding, was called upon by General Hatch to give
testimony. He wrote a lengthy letter in Spanish to the General, who was in charge of the Board of Inquiry, explaining
the attitude of his countrymen and the basis of their claims
to the .Salt Lakes. This letter, which is reproduced in full in
the Congressional Record,64H gives an interesting insight into
the difficulties that beset the growth of this border city with
its intermixture of two races and two civilizations.
This letter seems to be the last recorded account of Padre
Ortiz' active concern in civil and political affairs. Changes
were taking place rapidly in the Mexican government, in his
parish, and in his home life. Dona Ana Maria and Dona
Rosario died, leaving Josefa as "patrona" of the hacienda,
which was fast decreasing in prosperity. The Pasenos, who
had always been an agricultural people, were becoming impoverished by the unprecedented drouths that were occurring more and more frequently. No longer did the Rio Grande·
overflow . each spring, fertilizing their vineyards and
orchards and the acequias ran dry for weeks at a time.
Apache Indian depredations increased; the loss of horses
and cattle assumed serious proportions. 65 Many were forced
from their "rancheros" and thus lost their means of livelihood. According to an article in the El Paso Daily Times
(Feb. 15, 1896), the city of Juarez and its surrounding towns
had lost more than one-half their former population in less
than twenty years. The Ortiz lands suffered along with the
rest. The vines which had so long furnished the famous
"vitio del pais" withered and died; the fig trees ceased to
bear; the cornfields and bean patches had to be abandoned.
However, material affairs gave the good Padre little concern. As long as there was enough money to keep his promising young grand-nephews in school and a roof over his
and Josefa's heads, he was content. By 1860, thethree grandnieces had all married well. Refugio, the eldest, was the wife
of a prosperous Santa Fe trader, Daguerre; Adelaida's husband was a well-known merchant of Paso del Norte; and
64a. 45 Cong., 2 Sess., Hse. Ex. Doc. 84, p. 67.
65. Bartlett, ap. cit., p. 152.
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Concepcion had married Ynocente Ochoa, one of the most
prominent citizens and a close friend of the Padre. 66 He was
proud of· his adopted children, but .Mariano, the elder
nephew, who was studying medicine, was the apple of his
eye. Remembering his own boyhood disappointments, he had
made no attempt to influence unduly the choice of the boys'
professions, but he was overjoyed when Mariano decided to
become a physician. He determined to give him the best
education possible, and he carried out his plan. Mariano was
sent to Mexico for his first degree, and eventually to Paris
for special training. He returned home to make an enviable
name for himself and to become the progenitor of some distinguished offspring, including a grandson, Ramon Novarro
(Samaniego) of motion-picture renown. 67
Political and governmental changes in Mexico were not
so much to his liking. His Hidalgo blood revolted at the idea
of Benito Juarez, a half-breed and an enemy to the Church,
at the head of the government; but even more did he resent
the unwarranted usurpation of Maximilian and the downfall of his beloved Republic. So, when the French had forced
the Juarez troops to Paso del Norte, in 1865, their pitiful,
hungry faces and bare, bleeding feet evoked his ever-ready
sympathy. He had little money of his own to aid them, but
Sr. Velarde responded to "Papanino's" appeal and furnished
food and clothing for the little band. The lists of the supplies
issued to Juarez and his men, bearing the signature of the
great revolutionist, are still in the possession of Sr. Alfonso
Velarde of EI Paso; grandson of Adelaida.
.During the tumultuous revolutionary years, the financial
situation of the church in Mexico had· become acute. With
New Mexico a separate bishopric since 1857, the diocese of
Durango was no longer able to maintain its own seminary,
and available priests became fewer and fewer. The cura of
Del Norte had to care for a number of small settlements
66. Dr. Gabriel Samaniego, son of Dr. Mariano Samaniego.-Alejandro Daguerre
was the full name ·of Refugio's husband. Adelaida's husband was Rafael Velarde, my
grandfather. Ochoa owned wagon·trains that plied between Trinidad, Colorado, and
Chihuahua.'-L. A. V.
67. Interview with Mrs. Naiera.-Navarro is a common and noted Spanish family
name, but Ramon's movie-name, uNovarro/' appears to have "been made in Holly.
wood."-Fr. A; C.
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without pastors, some eighty miles distant. 68 With the rumor
of a railroad to EI Paso, people were flocking to the' Rio
Grande, and there were many Catholics among them. The
only church on the Texas side of the river closer than Ysleta
was a small adobe chapel at Concordia, which 'had been built
by Father Ortiz and his assistant, Father Vasquez, probably
in 1859. They called this chapel San Jose de Concordia el
Alto, and once a month the two priests from the Mission
took turns in crossing the river to say mass. 69 On other
Sundays, the Joseph Magoffins, the Joseph Glasgows, and
other of EI Paso's "first families," with many of the old
Spanish settlers and a flock of newer arrivals, ferried across
the Rio Grande to attend services at Nuestra Senora de
Guadalupe, the old Mission of Juarez. Until 1892, the Mission
was the real parish church of both Juarez and EI Paso; and
On its records are the names of many of EI Paso's leading
citizens' who were married or baptized or buried by its
beloved cura.
Years wore on, and Padre Ortiz became less and less able
to look after his numerous flock. He could no longer make
journeys on horseback, and a small buggy, drawn by mule,
became his favorite mode of transportation. However, the
advent of the Jesuits in the 1880's brought him able and
willing assistants both for Mission services and for the many
sick-calls up and down the river. 7Q In 1892,' when Father
Ortiz had b.ecome old and almost blind, Father Pinto, S.J.,
the regular assistant to Father Ortiz, promoted two churches
for EI Paso, and thereafter the American population worshipped at the Immaculate Conception Church or the Church
of the Sacred Heart. 71 .
With the death of Josefa, about 1885, Father Ortiz sold
the old home and retired into smaller quarters. His house68. New M.exico became a provisional diocese. or vicariate apostolic, independent
of Durango. by decree of Pius XI, July 19, 1850, and the first bishop appointed was
John Baptist Lamy. By decree of July 28, 1853, Santa Fe became a full-fledged
diocese. However, the southern part of present Arizona and. it appears, the New
Mexico district bordering 'on El Paso del Norte. remained in the diocese of Durango
until 1857 or 1859, when they were annexed to the diocese of Santa Fe.-Fr. A. ·C.
'69.' Rev:J. C. M. Garde. S. J., Vicar, El Paso Diocese.-8an Jose de Concordi~
el·Alto. no longer in existence, stood near the site of the first Fort Bliss.-L. A. V.
70. Calleros, San J OBe • • •• op. cit.
7L I~£
.
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hold needs were taken care of by an old housekeeper, Refugio
Garcia, but his nieces and nephews, with their growing
families, were his constant visitors. "Papanino" was looked
upon as the patriarch of the Ortiz tribe, who consulted his
wishes on all important family decisions. His own wants
were simple, but he gave generously as ever of his little
revenue to help with the education of his great-grand-nieces
and nephews. His lack of interest in this world's goods, however, was sometimes a source of irritation to his more practical friends and relatives, and an amusing story is told of
him in this respect:
There was an old Apache woman among his parishioners
who for many years had brought a nugget of gold as her
offering each time she came to services at the Mission. With
characteristic lack of curiosity, the good Padre made no
inquiries as to the source of the valuable metal, but one day·
the old woman confided to him that she felt her days were
numbered and that she wished to reveal the location of the
mine to him, so that he might look after her family when
she was gone. She had taken an oath of secrecy when she
had inherited the knowledge, and a tribal superstition predicted immediate death for one who broke such a pledge.
As a consequence she had decided to wait until she felt
sure that death was upon her. She led Father Ortiz a few
leagues from the town, but the Padre saw she was too feeble
to go farther and suggested that they postpone the trip until
a later day. She pointed out the general direction and de~
scribed a few identifying landmarks before they turned back,
exacting a promise from him to return soon to locate the
mine's entrance. A few days later a messenger arrived from
the Apache settlement with the news of her death. True to
his word, Padre Ortiz made a few half-hearted attempts to
locate the gold; then he dismissed the whole matter from his
mind. In later years, the priest happened to mention the
. matter of the nuggets to a friend, who immediately became
fired with excitement. The friend told a friend, and he told
a friend, and the hunt was on. However, by that time all the
landmarks had disappeared and the Padre had only a vague
idea as to the general direction, so the source of the nuggets
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remained a secret. When chided for his carelessness in later
years, Padre Ortiz always said, laughingly, that the nuggets
were probably not valuable, anyway. He had never had
them assayed! Thus a probable fortune was lost and unregretted; and the Padre continued to live his peaceful life, rich
only in the love of God and of his flock. 72
By 1890, his health began to fail. A cancer at the top of
his spine, together with the infirmities of old age, caused him
to spend more and more of his time in bed, and he gradually
became blind and helpless. Dr. Mariano Samaniego, his
favorite nephew, kept close watch over him, seeking to
alleviate his suffering as much as possible, and Juan Ochoa,
adopted son of Concepcion and Ynocente Ochoa, was his constant companion. However, the end was near. On March 6,
1896, the following item appeared in EI Paso's little fourpage newspaper:
The death of Father Ramon Ortiz from cancer is expected at any
hour. He is 85 years of age, and comes of a family of high standing.
He is an uncle of Dr. Samaniego, Sras. Daguerre and Velarde, and
the late Sr. Innocente Ochoa. Father Ortiz has been a marked figure
in local history from times extending back beyond the Mexican war. 73a

That night prayers were said in many a home in Juarez
and EI Paso for the recovery of the popular priest, but it was
time for Padre Ortiz to claim his long-deserved reward, and
on March 11th at 3 :30 A.M., he breathed his last. 73b
The following day a requiem mass was sung in the old
. Mission where he had served so faithfully for fifty-eight
long years; the churchyard and plaza in front overflowed
with black-robed, weeping women and silent, grief-stricken
men. Hundreds crossed over from EI Paso to pay a last
tribute to the old pastor, and there were floral offerings from
prominent Protestant friends who were unaware that Catholic custom does not sanction flowers at the funeral of a
priest. One exceptionally beautiful offering came in the name
of the United States Government, by courtesy of the Ameri72. T. J. Turner, "Lost Mine," article in EI Paso Herald, October 8, 1910, p. 1.According to my father. the entrance to this mine' could be seen (if one knew where
to look) from the "door" of Our Lady of Guadalupe.-L. A. V.
73a. EI Paso Daily Herald, March 6, 1896, p. 4,. col. 2.
73b. EI Paso Daily Times, March 12, 1896.
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can consul. The whole city went into mourning, all business
houses were closed for the day, and it was weeks before many
of the faithful could be persuaded to remove the black crepe
from their doorways. The funeral procession of eighty carriages and fifty horsemen, followed by more than a thousand
humble folk on foot, was the longest ever seen up to that time
in the Southwest.
Notices of the death of Padre Ortiz appeared in many of
the Nation's leading newspapers, none of which was more
heartfelt than the black-bordered tribute in the New Orleans
Picayune. In EI Paso, Juan Hart, editor of the El Paso Times
and a long-time friend of the Padre, printed this eulogy :
The death of the venerable and beloved curate of Juarez, which
occurred yesterday morning at 3 :30 o'clock, caused great sorrow in
Juarez and EI Paso. Father Ramon Ortiz began labors for Juarez when
he was a handsome, warm-hearted and brilliant youth of twenty
summers, and for the past sixty-two years, his home has been an
asylum for orphans and for all who were in need of a home and comfort, food and clothes. His door ever swung to the call of charity, his
big warm heart loved all humanity, and if everyone to whom he has
done it kindly-act could lay a flower on his grave today, his beloved form
would rest beneath a mountain of flowers. His heart was full of kindness, his nature was gentleness itself, and he did good for the love of
doing it. No wonder the good people of Juarez loved their curate
almost to adoration. 74

Today, all that is mortal of Padre Ramon Ortiz rests in
a little cemetery adjoining the chapel of San Jose, about four
miles from the city of Juarez. Near him sleep many whom he
had known and loved in life, among them Josefa, Mariano,
and Concepcion. All are interred in concrete vaults, but that
of the Padre is covered with a heavy marble slab on whiCh is
inscribed a Latin epitaph:
P.X.
Raymundo Ortiz
Mexican-urbis-Passensis
Divitissime parocho
Caritate patriae
Paterno concrediti-Gregis amore
Pietate erga Deum
Apprima claro
74. Ibid., March 13, 1890.-The editor was Juan Hart Siquieros, son of Capt.
Simeon Hart.-L. A. V.
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V-idus-Martias-Ad-MDCCCXCVI
Vito functo
Marianus-Samaniego-et-cognation
. Tumulum
Mentix-gratissimae
Argumentum.
P.P.

(Translation)
The Peace of Christ be With You
To Ramon Ortiz, of the Mexican Pass City, abounding in charity,
(serving) as a host of your native land, most generous in your paternal
love for the flock entrusted to your care, and most ardent in your
devotion to God, Mariano Samaniego and his kinsmen have .erected this
monument as a token of their most devoted affection, on this, the fifth
day before the Ides of March (11th of March) 1896. 75

. Thus lived and died one of the true Hidalgos, the last
priest of pure Spanish blood to preside at the Juarez Mission.
The last trace of his hacienda has disappeared, and the huge
Plaza de Toros and numerous tiendas now occupy its once
peaceful grounds. But because of ,his great charity and love
for his fellowmen, his name is inscribed indelibly in the
annals of our great Southwest; and even when all who knew
him in life are gone, many will read with sympathy of Ramon
Ortiz, who had the heart of a soldier and the soul of a saint.
75. Translation by Catherine Flynn, Latin Dept., El Paso High SchooI.-San Jose
was a private. chapel that once belonged to our family but has passed into other
hands. It stands in the "Pueblito de San Jose" due south of Juarez.-L.A. V.

